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A US-led six-nation pact to
develop clean energy
technologies and combat global
warming was launched last month
with its members denying it was
designed to undermine the Kyoto
protocol on emission reductions.
But without targets for reductions
in greenhouse gas emissions,
many researchers were
disappointed. And the
announcement came as new
evidence suggests several
species of north Atlantic birds are
suffering disastrous breeding
results because of climate change
already taking place.
The new agreement,
announced by the US deputy
secretary of state, Robert
Zoellick, at an Asia-Pacific
security forum in Laos, was to
provide practical solutions to
excess carbon emissions, he
said. The six members — China,
Australia, Japan, India, South
Korea and the US — will
cooperate on the development,
transfer and sale of clean
technologies to promote the
efficient use of fuels.
Technologies that enable coal to
be burned more efficiently and
capture carbon dioxide before it
reaches the atmosphere are top
of the agenda. The US, Australia
and China are all big coal users
and exporters.
Alongside wind, solar,
hydropower and geothermal
power sources, new nuclear
power facilities get equal billing.
There are no targets and
timetables for the delivery of any
of the new pledges and no carbon
dioxide reduction targets. There is
a hope that other nations will join
the new club, which represents 45
per cent of the world’s population
and nearly half of its energy
consumption and greenhouse gas
emissions. The US alone accounts
for 25 per cent of the world’s
emissions. The lack of targets has
raised concerns. “The science
points to the need for a Herculean
effort to make massive cuts in the
amount of greenhouse gases that
we pump into the atmosphere,”
says Robert May, president of
Britain’s Royal Society. 
Japan, which has a binding 6
per cent greenhouse gas
reduction target under the Kyoto
protocol, and China and India all
emphasized their continued
commitment to the treaty. A
Chinese foreign ministry
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The US-led pact with five other countries to develop new technologies to
tackle greenhouse gas emissions comes without targets for reduction as
new evidence suggests some long-lived birds appear already to be
suffering the effects of climate change. Nigel Williams reports.
Vanishing food: Razorbills are one of several north Atlantic species facing breeding disaster in the south-east of its range as a result
of a lack of a key food species thought in decline because of sea-surface warming. (Picture: Photolibrary)
statement said the new pact
complemented the Kyoto treaty
and did not replace it.
Across the world, reaction to
the new pact from governments,
UN bodies and environment
groups included the need to
preserve and also strengthen the
legally binding emission reduction
targets in the Kyoto protocol.
The European commission
environment spokeswoman,
Barbara Heifferich, echoed a
statement from the British
government, which welcomed the
agreement as “underlining our
growing awareness of the
seriousness of climate change
and the need to address it”
without seeking to undermine the
Kyoto agreement.
The feelings of the
environmental movement were
summed up by Philip Clapp,
president of the National
Environmental Trust, in
Washington: “Given the
president’s track record on global
warming, this is probably a lot of
sound and fury, signifying nothing.
There are no agreements, actions
or timetables for accomplishing
anything.”
It is possible that the Bush
administration is organizing a
group of nations to try to block a
new set of emission reduction
targets, which will begin to be
negotiated in Montreal in
November, and its principal
partner in this initiative, Australia,
is a major coal exporter and it also
backed out of the Kyoto protocol,
says Clapp.
“The EU, with Britain’s Tony
Blair as its current president, is
committed to achieving new
targets, and this may be an effort
to outflank them,” he says.
However, figures released this
month show even Britain is failing
to meet its emission reduction
targets. The Department of Trade
and Industry show that oil and
coal burning have both risen in
the past five months of this year
compared with the same period
last year. As a result carbon
dioxide emissions are expected to
rise by more than 2 per cent this
year, when they should be falling
by at least 1 per cent a year to
reach the government’s ambitious
20 per cent reduction target.
While governments wrangle
over greenhouse gas emissions,
many researchers are concerned
about the extent to which climate
change is already under way. New
evidence suggests that several
large, long-lived bird species in
the north Atlantic are already
feeling the effects. Britain’s Joint
Nature Conservation Committee
reported last year the worst
seabird breeding results on
record. Many colonies of five
species on the east coast of
Britain — arctic skua, arctic tern,
guillemot, kittiwake and razorbill
— either raised very few young or
failed completely. The reason:
lack of food. The sandeel bounty
the birds expected had not
appeared, apparently due to the
cold-water plankton they
depended on being driven further
north by warmer sea surface
temperatures. And reports of this
season’s breeding, just coming in,
look equally bleak. “This season,
the picture is more complex but
clearly there is again a shortage of
sandeels,” says Euan Dunn, head
of marine policy at the Royal
Society for the Protection of
Birds, Europe’s largest
conservation charity. “In the North
Sea as a whole, sandeels have
been so scarce that the Danish-
led fishery for them was closed
down by the European
Commission last month,” he says.
The Danish effort undershot its
allocation quota over the past
three years, which is perhaps
symptomatic of a chronic
downturn, he believes.
“Everything points in the same
direction. The wider picture is of
wildlife under pressure from
climate change,” says Richard
White, a policy advisor for
Britain’s Wildlife Trusts.
“All eyes should be on the
United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change in
Montreal at the end of
November,” says Robert May.
“Top of the agenda at that
meeting should be the initiation of
a study into what concentration of
greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere we can allow without
suffering the most catastrophic
effects of climate change,” he
says.  This would allow us to plan
efforts to tackle “the biggest
environmental threat we face
today.”
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Smokescreen: New technologies to tackle greenhouse gases may have little effect
without urgent efforts to reduce emissions. (Picture: Photolibrary)
